SUMMARY The use of alternative medicine was assessed by questionnaire in 96 patients with irritable bowel syndrome, 143 patients with organic upper gastrointestinal disorders and 222 patients with Crohn's disease of comparable age and sex. Significantly more patients with the irritable bowel syndrome (16%) had consulted practitioners of alternative medicine about their condition than had patients in either of the other groups. Similarly, significantly more irritable bowel syndrome patients said they would consult an alternative medicine practitioner (41%) if conventional treatment failed. Current usage of alternative medicine remedies was significantly greater in the irritable bowel syndrome patients (11%) than in patients with Crohn's disease (4%) and tended to be greater than in patients with organic upper gastrointestinal disorders (6%). This study has shown that the use of alternative medicine is common in patients with irritable bowel syndrome and this does not appear to be explicable in terms of the nature, chronicity or refractoriness to treatment of symptoms.
The irritable bowel syndrome is a common disorder which may affect up to 15% of the population' 2 the majority of whom never seek medical advice.3 Even so up to half the patients attending some gastroenterology clinics may have irritable bowel syndrome.4
Many of these patients will respond to a combination of reassurance and drugs such as spasmolytics and bulking agents5 6 
Results
The three patient groups were of similar age and sex structure with a female predominance ( Table 1) . The men in all groups were younger than the women. Significantly more patients with irritable bowel syndrome had consulted alternative medicine practitioners about their condition (16%) than had patients in either of the other two groups (Table 2 ).
In addition, patients with irritable bowel syndrome were significantly more likely to seek such a consultation if they felt that conventional therapy had failed. Alternative remedies were also used by significantly more patients with irritable bowel syndrome (11%) than with Crohn's disease but not by patients with upper gastrointestinal disorders. Some patients consulted more than one type of practitioner of alternative medicine with herbalists and homeopaths being the most frequently consulted practitioners (Table 3) . Herbal remedies were the most popular kind of alternative medicine treatment used by patients at home. 
